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One of the standard arguments against realism about
universals is based on Bradley’s regress. According to this
argument, realism about universals is committed to a
vicious regress of instantiation relations. If realism is false
and nominalism the only alternative, then, so the argument
concludes, nominalism is correct. The strength of this
argumentation depends on three things: (1) that
commitment to Bradley's regress makes a position
untenable; (2) that nominalism as the only alternative to
realism is not committed to the regress; and, most
importantly, (3) that realism is committed to the regress.

| have three aims in this paper. My proximate aim is
to show that if (3) is correct then (2) is incorrect: if the real-
ist is committed to Bradley’s regress then so is at least one
version of nominalism, namely, trope theory. The demon-
stration that neither theory is committed to the regress
(and hence that (3) is false) is my second aim, attained by
the proof that these positions have no commitment to a
condition which is generally (and rightly!) held to be nec-
essary for Bradley's regress. As | move along, | shall also
claim that there is a widely ignored second condition nec-
essary for the regress, to which — again — neither nominal-
ism nor realism has any commitment. The upshot is this:
Bradley's regress problem is independent of the problem
of universals. | conclude with an attempt to explain why
many philosophers have been misled into thinking other-
wise.

1. The regress argument, realism and
nominalism

Here, | shall discuss solely nominalism and realism con-
cerning universals, which are understood to be nonrela-
tional or relational properties.' For the sake of simplicity, |
will focus on nonrelational properties.

Following the tradition, | take realism about univer-
sals to be the view that different objects may have the very
same, repeatable property. If both the bike and the car are
black, then the realist says there is one and the same
property, blackness, instantiated by both the bike and the
car. Thus, according to realism about universals, a single
property may be multiply instantiated in a given world.
Nominalism denies this. If the bike and the car are black,
then they do not literally speaking have the same property
in common. The class nominalist, for example, considers
being black as no more than being an element of a certain
class of particulars. Instantiation of a property then re-
duces to membership in a certain class. The trope theorist
assumes properties to be much as the realist thinks them
to be, except that they are not repeatable: in a given world,
no two particulars have literally the same property.

| have encountered the Bradley argument, em-
ployed against realism about universals, frequently in per-
sonal discussions, and sometimes in print. A very recent
formulation of the argument by Gonzalo Rodriguez-

1 Sometimes the dispute is taken to concern not the question of universals in
the above sense, but that of the existence of abstract entities. Quine even
uses the term ‘universal’ as synonymous with ‘abstract entity’. | shall not enter
this different dispute.

Pereyra, a proponent of nominalism, gives me an opportu-
nity to voice my own view on the matter:’

[One argument against universals is this:] Suppose
there are universals, both monadic and relational, and
that when an entity instantiates a universal, or a
group of entities instantiate a relational universal, they
are linked by an instantiation relation. Suppose now
that ainstantiates the universal F. Since there are
many things that instantiate many universals, it is
plausible to suppose that instantiation is a relational
universal. But if instantiation is a relational universal,
when a instantiates F, a, F and the instantiation rela-
tion are linked by an instantiation relation. Call this in-
stantiation relation i2 (and suppose it, as is plausible,
to be distinct from the instantiation relation (i1) that
links aand F). Then since i2is also a universal, it
looks as if a, F, i1 and i2 will have to be linked by an-
other instantiation relation i3, and so on ad infinitum.
(Rodriguez-Pereyra 2008)

The argument asserts that instantiation of universals inevi-
tably leads to a regress of ever more instantiation rela-
tions, i.e., to what is usually referred to as Bradley’s re-
gress.® The claim that a regress ensues seems to be
based on the following two conditions:

(P,1) Wherever a universal is instantiated, there is an
instantiation relation (not identical to one of the re-
lata).

(P,2) The instantiation relation is a universal.

Therefore it seems plausible to attribute to Rodriguez-
Pereyra the following line of thought: According to (P,1),
instantiation of a universal demands an instantiation rela-
tion. Classifying this instantiation relation as a universal, as
done in (P,2), we are taken back to (P,1), which then gen-
erates another instantiation relation, which together
with (P,2) again takes us back to (P,1), which generates a
further instantiation relation, and so on ad infinitum. Rodri-
guez-Pereyra concludes that realism about universals is in
serious trouble. My first aim is to show that if the realist is
in trouble, then so is at least one form of nominalism.

One form of nominalism is trope theory. Trope the-
ory distinguishes itself from realism not with respect to the
reality of properties, but with respect to the view that prop-
erties can be multiply instantiated. Tropes can be instanti-
ated — but only by the sole object having that particular
trope. Tropes are “particularised” properties. Now, con-
sider the following pair of conditions:

(P{1)  Wherever a trope is instantiated, there is an in-
stantiation relation (not identical to one of the re-
lata).

(P2)  The instantiation relation is a trope.

2 For other versions of the argument in print, see Devitt 1980, p. 437, Loux
1998, pp. 38-40, and Moreland 2001, pp. 114-116.

3 The attribution of such arguments to F. H. Bradley is historically problematic
in at least two respects. Firstly, Bradley was concerned with relational proper-
ties specifically and not with properties in general. Secondly, he was not the
originator of this line of thought. The general type of argument has been
known at least since Plato’s dialogues. See in particular Parmenides, 127e—
130a.

99



Does Bradley’'s Regress Support Nominalism? — Wolfgang Freitag

These two conditions differ from (P,1) and (P,2) in a single
respect only: they contain the term ‘trope’ where
(Pu1) and (P,2) contain the term ‘universal’. If (P,1) and
(P.2) lead to a regress, then (P.1) and (P:2) equally lead to
a regress. Instead of speaking of universals or tropes, we
can also formulate the matter in general terms, yielding the
following pair of conditions:

(P1) Wherever an entity is instantiated, there is an
instantiation relation (not identical to one of the re-
lata).

(P2) The instantiation relation is an entity.

The regress argument poses a threat only to those who
are committed to these two conditions. The trope theorist
may deny (P2) as little as the realist. He will understand
‘entity’ as referring to tropes because he is committed to
the view that all relations are particularised relations,
hence tropes. A difference between trope theory and real-
ism concerning these conditions can thus at most be given
by a difference in commitment to (P1). It will now be shown
that there is no such difference.

To see this, we must locate the motivation for (P1),
the condition that instantiation demands an instantiation
relation. In my view, the motivation lies in the lack of a
strict supervenience relation between the existence of the
relata of instantiation and instantiation itself: given a and F,
it is not determined that a instantiates F. To illustrate this
point, consider the situation in which there are exactly four
entities, particulars a and b and properties F and G. If we
assume that both aandb individually and contingently
instantiate exactly one of the properties Fand G, and
nothing else, and if we assume that both Fand G
individually are (contingently) instantiated by exactly one of
the objects aandb, and by nothing else, then two
situations are possible:

Wi a instantiates F; b instantiates G.
W a instantiates G; b instantiates F.

Both situations comprise exactly the same particulars and
the same properties. Still, the situations differ; they com-
prise different facts, different instantiations. This means
that the mere existence of particulars and properties does
not necessitate a specific instantiation. The mere existence
of the car and blackness does not necessitate that the car
is black. It may still be that the car is green, and what is
black is the bike. The existence of particulars and proper-
ties may determine that facts and instantiations obtain, as
some authors (in particular Wittgenstein 1922* and Arm-
strong 1997) maintain. But it does not determine which
facts, which instantiations obtain. As a recent author sums
up this point:

Even if a and F-ness cannot exist except in some
state of affairs or other, there is nothing in the nature
of a and nothing in the nature of F-ness to require
that they combine with each other to form a’s being F.
(Valicella 2000, p. 238)

Instantiation between two entities does not strictly super-
vene on the existence of the entities alone, if these entities
are considered to be contingently related. We need more
than the relata of instantiation. This need is expressed by
condition (P1). (P1) is the reaction to contingent instantia-

4 Wittgenstein makes this claim with the help of the notion of incompleteness,
which he borrows from Frege (1994/1892) but which he applies to all ‘objects’,
properties and particulars alike. Together with the idea that incomplete objects
cannot exist on their own, Wittgenstein arrives at his famous view that “[t]he
world is the totality of facts, not of objects” (Wittgenstein 1922, 1.1).
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tion. The properties F and G in my example can be under-
stood both as tropes and as universals.® It follows that,
given contingent instantiation, the trope theorist is as much
committed to (P1) as the realist is. David Armstrong has
seen this very clearly:

Suppose that the link between a particular and its
tropes is not necessary. Then it is contingent. But if
it's contingent, then it seems that we have a clear
case of a relation between a particular and its trope,
and an external relation at that. But then a Bradleian
regress ensues [...]. (Armstrong 2006, p. 242)

This concludes the argument for my first claim: realism is
no more committed to Bradley’s regress than at least one
form of nominalism, namely trope theory. | now proceed to
the argument for my second claim: neither position is
committed to the regress.

2. How to avoid Bradley’'s regress

2.1 Avoiding commitment to (P1)

Contingent instantiation leads to (P1) and starts the re-
gress. In order to avoid (P1), avoid contingent instantia-
tion. Make instantiation necessary. There is a variety of
different positions, both nominalist and realist, which con-
ceive of instantiation as being necessary and hence avoid
— intentionally or not — commitment to (P1):

(1) One position that makes instantiation necessary
is class nominalism. This position, proposed inter alia by
Anthony Quinton (1957), understands having a property as
being a member of a certain class of particulars. The
object a instantiates F iff ais a member of the F-class.
Because classes are identified by their members and
class-membership is a necessary relation, instantiation
between a and F strictly supervenes on the existence of
the F-class alone. In this way, class nominalism can
avoid (P1) and thereby the regress. Class nominalism
naturally escapes (P1).

(2) Trope theory also has its means of
avoiding (P1). In fact, a trope theorist has two options:
(2a) Trope theory in combination with a bundle theory of
particulars, as defended by, e.g., John Locke and, in more
modern times, by D.C. Wiliams (1953), holds that
particulars are sets or bundles of tropes. Consequently,
a instantiates F iff the F-trope is in the a-bundle. Since the
identity of the a-bundle is, | take it, defined by the
constituting tropes, a’'s instantiating F strictly supervenes
on the existence of the a-bundle. (2b) The second type of
trope theory combines a subject-attribute view with the
doctrine of nontransferable tropes. A recent proponent of
this view is John Heil (2003, chs. 12 and 13), although he
prefers the term ‘mode’ to the term ‘trope’. According to
this position, a trope is instantiated by the very same
object in all possible worlds. Given the nontransferable
trope F and the particular a, the instantiation between
a and F follows by necessity.® Again (P1) can be avoided.

5 That F and G, understood as universals, are, in the case discussed, instan-
tiated only by a single entity, is not of relevance here. To see this, simply
change the example accordingly.

6 This is simplified. There are at least three conceptions of the non-
transferability of tropes: (i) Fis instantiated in all possible worlds, and it is
instantiated in all possible worlds by a. This presumably implies that a must
exist in all possible worlds. (ii) F is not instantiated in all possible worlds, but
where it is, it is instantiated by a. Option (ii) comes in two varieties: (a) in those
worlds in which Fis not instantiated, a does not exist; (b) in some worlds in
which F is not instantiated, a does exist. The supervenience claim in the main
text holds only for (i) and (ii.a).



Does Bradley’'s Regress Support Nominalism? — Wolfgang Freitag

(3) Mutatis mutandis, realism has the same two
options as trope theory: (3a) According to a bundle theory
based on universals, of which Bertrand Russell (1948,
part 4, ch. 8) is a proponent, particulars are understood as
bundles of universals. In this view, a instantiates F iff F is a
member of the a-bundle. Since Fis a member of the a-
bundle necessarily,” the instantiation relation between
aand F strictly supervenes on the existence of the a-
bundle. (3b) The second type combines a substance—
attribute view with a theory of nontransferable universals.
According to this position — maintained by, e.g., David
Armstrong  (2004a, 2004b and 2006)° - that
a instantiates F supervenes on the existence of aand F
alone.’

Thus, neither nominalism nor realism is committed
to the regress. Three of these positions, namely, (1), (2a)
and (3a), agree in understanding instantiation to be
constituted by class (or bundle) membership. For them
necessity of instantiation — and hence the possible denial
of (P1) — is built into the ontological conception of
instantiation.  For the  substance-attribute  views
(2b) and (3b), necessity of instantiation is a feature
additional to the basic conception of instantiation and
devised, | presume, specifically to avoid (P1).

All of these five options come with heavy ontological
burdens. Ignoring their specific difficulties, | shall mention
only the problem which they share: necessity of
instantiation makes contingency impossible. Whether the
substitutes on offer'® are satisfactory is at least doubtful.
So it is worthwhile to investigate whether there might not
be another way out of the regress.

2.2 What is necessary for the regress? — A further
condition

So far | have acted as if (P1) and (P2) were sufficient for
the regress, with the purpose of showing that realism is no
more committed to (P1) than trope theory is, and that in
fact neither of the two views is committed to (P1). Thus, |
hitherto relied on the analysis of Bradley’s regress which
seems commonly accepted. Now it is time to show that this
analysis is flawed. (P1) and (P2) by themselves do not yet
yield Bradley’s regress. It is quite obvious but frequently
ignored: in order for the regress to obtain, it must be given
that the instantiation relation is itself instantiated (by the
entities it relates). Otherwise, given an instantiation rela-
tion, (P1) does not generate a further instantiation relation.
To arrive at a regress, we therefore need the further prem-
ise

P3) The instantiation relation is itself instantiated (by
the entities it relates).™

Conditions (P1), (P2) and (P3) are jointly sufficient for the
regress. Are they also individually necessary? | consider
(P2) to be superfluous, since any instantiation relation is

7 Again, | assume that the identity of a bundle depends on the elements
constituting it.

8 For Armstrong, not only properties but also particulars are nontransferable;
particulars have their properties of necessity. Therefore, Armstrong has two
independent means to secure the intended supervenience relation.

9 As in the case of tropes, there are at least three possible conceptions of the
nontransferability of universals. The supervenience claim would have to be
restricted to the analogues of (i) and (ji.a).

10 The best, and perhaps only, known way to achieve this is by replacing
transworld identity with a counterpart relation for particulars (as David Lewis
(1968 and 1986) and Armstrong (2004b) suggest) or for properties, depending
on the demands of the theory. Given a suitable semantics, sentences may turn
out to be contingent, although instantiations are necessary.

11 One of the few to recognize the need for this condition is Loux (1998,
p. 38).

ipso facto also an entity. (P1) and (P3) are hence jointly
sufficient for Bradley's regress. | consider them also indi-
vidually necessary: (P1) states the demand for an instan-
tiation relation given any instantiation, while (P3) makes
certain that this instantiation relation demands further in-
stantiation. Thus (P1) and (P3) constitute, | think, the
proper analysis of the basis of Bradley’s regress.

Given this analysis, there is a second way of avoid-
ing Bradley's regress: accept (P1) and deny (P3); accept
instantiation relations and therefore take the first step of
the regress, but block the regress by denying that the in-
stantiation relation is itself instantiated. This option should
be the natural path to take for substance-attribute views
operating with contingent instantiation, theories of types
(2b) or (3b) albeit without the unnatural condition that in-
stantiation is necessary. There is no space to develop this
option here,*” yet the fact that (P3)is necessary for the
regress should eliminate any remaining doubts: Bradley’s
regress has nothing to do with the problem of universals.

Conclusion

To show that Bradley’s regress is neither specific to nor
insurmountable for a realist about universals is one thing.
To explain why the opposite view has been so compelling
to many, is another. So let me end with a suggestion on
this point.

The source is the confusion of two different and
logically independent senses of the problem of One over
Many. There is the intraworld version of the problem,
which concerns the question whether different particulars
in a single world can have the very same property F. And
there is the transworld version of the problem, which
concerns the question whether different particulars in
different worlds can have the very same property F.

The traditional problem of universals is the
intraworld version of the problem of One over Many.
Universals can and tropes can’'t be multiply instantiated
within a single world. Bradley's regress, on the other hand,
concerns the transworld problem of One over Many.
Transferable entities can and nontransferable entities can’t
be multiply instantiated across different worlds. Keeping
these two versions of the problem of One over Many apart,
we get a clearer grip on the demands that a satisfying
metaphysical theory must fulfil.
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